The first all-black American musical comedy on Broadway, In Dahomey (1902-1905, has made a name for itself in America's theatre annals and in the history of black American audiences but, I argue, they were as driven by racializing strategies. The transatlantic racial narrative in England produced a series of discordant images across a matrix of blackness, negotiating slippage between black American and African. But, ultimately, as Gilroy argues, the "dislocating dazzle of whiteness," effectively sought to affirm race (white/non-white) as the ultimate marker of difference, dislodging other forms of cultural plurality in establishing an apparently unassailable racial narrative.
in the press reviews of In Dahomey. Despite claims made in the press of a brotherhood between black performers and white audiences in England, In Dahomey was categorized by reviewers as a form of minstrelized song and dance show entangled in a racialized hierarchy. This article argues that though In Dahomey was formulated with an uplift agenda, to challenge, subtly, racial prejudice, the show's potential resistance to racialized stereotyping was, ultimately, eroded in England's auditoria. conceptualizations of race and racialization were crucial to the perpetuation of an overtly commercial and ideological colonial economy that relied on the resources of Africa differently than it had during the transatlantic slave trade and the centuries of juridical slavery. Reconstruction, such as it was, had existed as an American event, as did Jim Crow segregationary practices and legislation. In Britain and its colonies, however, racialization was practised within a particular set of substantial, albeit incoherent, coloniser fantasies, a series of discordant images that negotiated slippage between black American and African.
But, ultimately, as Gilroy argues, the "dislocating dazzle of whiteness," effectively sought to affirm race (white/non-white) as the ultimate marker of difference, dislodging other forms of cultural plurality in establishing -for that time -an unassailable racial narrative.
1 Thus, race, as racial difference, was the primary, almost exclusive, subject of scrutiny in the press reviews of In Dahomey. Despite claims made in the press of a brotherhood between black performers and white audiences in England, In Dahomey was stereotyped as a minstrelized song and dance show and essentialized as a black spectacle. This article argues that though In Dahomey was formulated with a form of uplift agenda to challenge, subtly, racial prejudice, the show's potential resistance to racialized stereotyping was, ultimately, eroded in England's auditoria.
In across what James Weldon Johnson referred to as the "two elements" crucial to the establishment of black American agency, the "radical" and "conservative," balancing portrayals of identity positions and attitudes for a black audience with the minstrelized expectations of a white audience. 4 Thomas Riis suggests that the writers and performers, as black Americans, necessarily worked "within conventions" of minstrelsy but also made available "subtle subversions of the style" for black audiences. 5 Krasner also argues that in their aesthetic "striving," stars of the show Bert Williams and George Walker "unfortunately embraced the misrepresentations of white minstrelsy," but suggests that their "conventional reinscription […] led to empowerment," inasmuch as they broke the Broadway colour-line. 6 Krasner's argument here is significant: the appeal to a predominantly white American audience was a conduit for the expression of black performance arts; but in order to achieve that gain, the In Dahomey troupe were compelled to incorporate elements of the troubling minstrelized song and dance heritage.
In England that minstrel heritage was also pervasive and blackface performance had become commercially successful across legitimate/non-legitimate theatres. English stages had been enjoying Charles Mathews' blackface act in A Trip to America, since 1822, but it was, according to Lhamon, Thomas Dartmouth Rice's portrait of "perceived blackness" that would appeal most profoundly. 7 Lhamon's work focuses on white actors in blackface, locating the minstrel figure of Jim Crow as the "inaugural' symbol of 'international popular culture," one which challenged the certainties of race as difference. 8 But by the 1880s, in Dahomey, taking applause from the white audience; but, the narrator tells us, "his heart is heavy with shame," as he feels the futility of striving for uplift within the blackface mask of the racially conditioned comic "darky." The attention paid to minstrelsy by black performers and writers illustrates its pervasive heritage. George Walker summarized this problem: "all that was expected of a colored performer was singing and dancing and a little story telling, but as for acting, no one credited a black person with the ability to act." 29 We see this expectation in press reception for In Dahomey in England: black performers were to be the sons and daughters of the minstrel tradition, as song and dance performers, ipso facto, by virtue of being black. In the words of The Daily News, the show's participants displayed "certain natural gifts whereof music is one. Little three-year-old darkies, when they want to say something to their mothers, often sing it." 30 The Pall Mall Gazette applauded In Dahomey for its delineation of "the coon in music, naked, unashamed, merry, pathetic, eager, and alive with emotion." 31 The review emphasises song and dance in telling tones as the black performers were coded into routines of minstrel heritage, "distinguished as local champions of cakewalking or singing." 32 More sinisterly, the review also records, "teeth gleam, voices ring, eyes beam, and they dance with their whole bodies in an apparent ecstasy of enjoyment, alive to the finger-tips." 33 The allusion, here, to minstrel configurations of song and dance, incorporates sinister racial stereotyping, in descriptions of prominent "beaming" eyes and "gleaming" teeth. This review also declares that "coon songs and cake-walks are made to seem like the obvious expressions of genuine, if somewhat elementary, emotions." 34 Mention of the cakewalk is significant: on the opening night, the dance was not included. But, following a clamour in the press and a flurry of demands made directly to the theatre, the cakewalk was reintroduced to the show.
The English audience wanted their black performers to dance a cakewalk, and that is what they got. Reviews from 23 May onwards note that the cakewalk was back and in fact so popular that, according to The Era, the show's sponsors, Hurtig and Seamon, offered a reward to the performer "who wins the cake-walk prize most times during the week." 35 The cakewalk, as a performance type, is a product of a slippery history: a form of African tribal performance, also informed by cross-racial "parade walks," the cakewalk also operated as a satiric commentary of the social performance of white southern plantation owners. 36 But, as David Krasner points out, ways in which the cakewalk was "decoded" were very much dependent on the "audience/performer relationship: who was dancing, who was observing and during what historic juncture." 37 Though a product of a "hybrid" heritage, by the turn of the century, in England, the cakewalk was "decoded" by the audience as a black dance routine, essentialized, as summed up in The Times, as a sign of "the natural expression of a racial instinct." 38 
English audience fascination with the cakewalk is symptomatic of what Susan
Gubar refers to as "racechange," the "powerful attraction of black people and their culture within the white imagination." 39 That "attraction" encompasses compound perspectives, where audience fascination expresses both love/desire for the black subject (narratives of misappropriation/subjection) and fear/purgation of blackness (narratives of misappropriation/expulsion). 40 But that blackness is a composition of the white imaginary and imposed upon the body of the black performer. We see this white narrative of blackness enacted in the reception of the cakewalk, which became encoded on British stages as "what whites thought was a black cultural form," thus "fashioned" as an "imagined Otherness." 41 The British preoccupation with the cakewalk, then, was a desire to "expropriate black culture," as Krasner argues, reifying blackness in a collocation of "white" narratives. 42 Indeed, the concept of blackness was a key subject of In Dahomey reviews. Everything is thoroughly American and up-to-date. And that is our chief grievance against "In Dahomey". We thought it was to be "negro" from beginning to end, and through and through -negro in its conception, its development, its characterisation, its dialogue, its music. It was to be emphatically "nigger," with nigger thoughts and expression, nigger dialect and melody, and, above all, nigger interpretation. But is this so? What we really get is negro-America. We do not get the negro in the rough; we get him with a Yankee veneer. 45 As if to ensure that the point was got, the review continued in this vein for some length: "Mr.
George G. Walker, one of the two leading men, is obviously of African descent; you can see it in his features, you can see it in his voice"; the reviews further suggests, however, that Bert Williams, with his burnt-cork mask, was "a negro impersonator." 46 In this review the specific signs of African blackness required to authenticate the show are not sufficiently presented.
George Walker was visiblised in the review as black, exemplifying "the negro in the rough,"
as an authentic delineator; however, Bert Williams' racial indeterminacy and blackface mask marked him an impersonator -though considered professional in that art -a "genuine nigger analyses of Bert Williams, we see the inconsistent impact of race on British audiences. On the one hand, the racialized figure of the minstrel from America was genuine, one of authentic essential blackness, on the other, was a "veneer," a counterfeit, masking the British coloniser's construction of "the negro in the rough."
British audiences had indeed, throughout the nineteenth century, struggled with competing images of racialised blackness, and I am suggesting, these images were influenced by the concept of authentic delineation and inauthentic impersonation of blackness as a product of minstrel and vaudeville shows. 49 In Britain, this audience, perhaps even more sinisterly than in America, wanted to know, control and contain black bodies, particularly striving to reconcile a constructed "Yankee veneer" with the unstable colonial imaginary of a "negro in the rough." Even at Buckingham Palace, the King was eager to ensure that he was watching "an absolutely correct cakewalk." 50 The production of In Dahomey provided, therefore, a staging place for transatlantic discourses on British whiteness, African blackness/es, and the "Yankee veneer." So the British response to In Dahomey was enmeshed in an intrinsically complex matrix of racialised fantasies produced in the transatlantic imaginary in a network of discourses that were desperately seeking settlement into an exposition of racial difference, to ensure that black was drawn together to define white.
In a Foucauldian sense, the production of discourses of racialization in colonial British culture was formulated as part of a "history of the Other […] at once interior and foreign therefore to be excluded (so as to exorcise the interior danger) but by being shut away (in order to reduce its otherness)." 51 Race (as blackness) was a potential "danger" within colonial culture (the dread degenerating power/exotic lure of the "dark continent") and was controlled (excluded) through containment within race discourses masquerading as knowledge. Additionally, that race knowledge was aligned with power through the assertion of a set of racial imaginaries set up between blackness and whiteness. 52 From this matrix, Foucault maintains, emerges the "order of the Same", in which each racial group, "distinguished by kinds" is "collected together into identities" -in the scenario presented here, black and white identities emerge and solidify in distinct and distinguishable camps. 53 Such colonial "kinds," such collocations of blackness and whiteness, were integral to the reception of the black performers in England. As can be seen from reviews, race mattered.
Though racial shades formed a major part of that discourse, what becomes clear is an urge to enforce blackness (encompassing all shades) as other to whiteness.
In England, as Sherwood argues, such a collocation of types of blackness was constructed as a reference point, creating a "myth that the British were -and are -'white'." nearly the size of nature, exhibiting typical village scenes" as the main attraction of the forthcoming event. 55 The emphasis placed here on "scenes" is significant. As Felix Driver argues, such shows operated as "a hybrid affair, part ethnographic show part popular 13 entertainment"; African identities were conscripted to perform as a set of racialised spectacle for the consumption of the coloniser audience. 56 In other words, British audiences were accustomed to "shows" of blackness, from ethnological spectacle to theatrical entertainment.
The fascination expressed by the press towards the racial dynamics of In Dahomey illustrates aptly that contiguity of ethnological and theatrical narratives of blackness.
British audiences had been, also, spectators of newspaper stagings of the AngloBoer War -a conflict that dominated the turn of the nineteenth into the twentieth century for imperial England. In England, the war audience, as Paula Krebs points out, were "directly dependent on newspapers" which "thrived on the daily drama of war reporting from South
Africa." 57 The war on the page was fought between the white Boers of South Africa and the white imperial forces of England. in which it reported that the "obvious defects" of In Dahomey -the unnecessary attempt "to tell a coherent story" had prevented audiences from "seeing this clever company at its best in song and dance," but that these had been fixed, "and the show is one of the most amusing." 62 In this liberal vein, another recurrent feature of the press reviews resides in the emphasis placed on the very English welcome for the black cast and crew of In Dahomey.
Little is made in reviews of deliberate racism in the audience, for example. The account in the the inhabitants of these states, the independent tribes of Africa, the Negroes of the West Indies and America, and the black subjects of all nations take courage, strive ceaselessly, and fight bravely, that they may prove to the world their incontestable right to be counted among the great brotherhood of mankind.
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The scale of colonial atrocities in such African "free" states aside, Du Bois' speech was a sign of overt and concerted political activism. 73 But, despite the endeavours to assert an international movement on the rights of Africans and draw attention to the local contexts of 83 The show's organisers, following the opening night reviews, did move aspects of this closing transformation scene into a prologue, to ensure that the show became more obviously concluded. 84 But in terms of theatrical convention this pantomimic aspect of the production was unlikely to cause significant consternation.
85
To Brooks, the "grand tableaux" of the third act "created a brassy and colourful link between its characters and the African kingdom" and it was this intersection of body and space that disturbed audiences in London. 86 Likewise, Millette argues that, in the third act, an uncanny "physiognomy of Africa" was "embodied -literally" by the transformed pantomime characters. Thus, to both Brooks and Millette, it was the juxtaposition of the African scenery and the African American body that bothered audiences, as an "ancient" Africa is transformed by the presence of the African American, once enslaved, now "uplifted." 87 In orchestrating such a theatrical intervention, interpolating non-enslaved black bodies into the African setting, suggest Brooks and Millette, the show dissented significantly from minstrelized racial typing. In this analysis, the "yankee veneer" of the African "impersonators" interrupted the coloniser fantasy of "a land of unmarked, unmoving territories" and thus destabilised the "closed" British imperial narrative of a silent, contained and conquered Africa. 88 Crucially, however, as I have been arguing, the British imperial narrative of "Africa" was never absolutely "unmarked" or "unmoving" in substance or structure, or in discourse or performative act. The racial codings that incorporated Africa within the colonial psyche operating in England were fluid, enabling multiple images of racialised ethnologies, conflicting and competing, to be in circulation concurrently. The colonial imaginary was predicated on a multivalent set of narratives and, in its staging of African scenes, In Dahomey became, for English audiences, a product of Hatch's "unparticularized" version of Africa and Africans, parts of an unstable, racialized matrix that could apply to any region of Africa, from
Dahomey to Congo, and any version of colonial dialogue from bucolic to barbaric. 89 Indeed,
The Times emphasises the "dignity and picturesque surroundings" of the African scenery of the third act, whilst the Daily News conversely sneered that the setting indicated "a return to primitive barbarism as the ideal of the negro race." 90 The narratives that fed and shaped 20 colonial spectacle in the 1900s were, on the one hand, sufficiently fluid to be applied to a range of racial types, and on the other, so embedded with the mindset as to be unassailable.
We should note that it was only on the opening night that In Dahomey caused any consternation with reviewers and audience. Furthermore, those first night attitudes were almost entirely positive about the show, and deemed success a likely outcome -the Daily Mail described an engaged audience, who may have "come to scoff" but "remained to laugh"; to the St James' Gazette, In Dahomey was "thoroughly attractive," and The Times,
predicted that "the show should be a great success." 91 Surprise certainly featured in reviews of the opening night, and bewilderment but, overall, In Dahomey became quickly "assimilated" into the cultural economy of performative racialisation as British audiences latched onto racialised characterisations based on interpretations of the stage "negro" as an ethnologized and essentialized song and dance figure.
Audiences thus remained convinced by their own fantasy of "blackness" in the theatre arena, whether it was pleasure at the sight and sound of the "negro in the rough," or irritation with the Yankee's inauthentic "black" desire to "ape whiteness," or approval of a "clever negro" demonstrating an "aspirational" urge to "improve." Such a range of perspectives are clearly visible in the reviews of In Dahomey. British audiences did not see race in the same way as American audiences, but they were as driven by racializing strategies, albeit differently conceived. There may not have been the same emphasis on hate and guilt within the British response, though desire, fascination and fear certainly informed the reception. Ultimately, for British audiences at this time, there were sufficient discursive streams of blackness that could absorb whatever version of strangeness came their way.
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